




'Sport for All' in a financial crisis: survival and adaptation in competing organisational models of local authority sport services.
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Based on research undertaken by the author for the Association of Public Service Excellence (APSE), this paper assesses local authority sport services in England in the context of an economic recession since 2008, the election of a conservative government in 2010, and subsequent reductions in local government finance. The study took the form of a review of secondary sources, a nationwide on-line survey of heads of local council sport services (n=95) and a series of follow-up  interviews with senior local authority personnel and sector representatives (n=55). The paper focuses on one theme to emerge from the study, namely, the relative decline of Sport for All, that is of strategies designed to increase sport and physical activity among the general population. The study found that competing organisational models of sport services across England largely determine the retention or curtailment of Sport for All programmes. In the ‘ensuring council’ model, sport services retain the core capacity to shape and deliver services in an increasingly fragmented mixed local economy of provision. However, models that favour extending private or voluntary and community sector management pose significant challenges for councils seeking to retain Sport for All as a policy objective and as a set of specific practices.
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Introduction
This paper summarises the findings of a study of the changing status of sport and recreation services within local government in England undertaken by the author for the Association of Public Service Excellence (APSE, 2012a). Given the breadth of the original report, the specific focus here is Sport for All, defined as ‘a government strategy designed to increase physical activity among the general population’ (Bergsgard et al., 2007: 201)​[1]​. In practice, Sport for All policy objectives set by local councils have typically included widening participation to include specific under- represented groups, in tandem with raising participation for all. At the national level in the UK​[2]​, from the 1970s, when provision for sport and recreation was first recognised in a government policy document as a component of the welfare state (DoE, 1975; Houlihan, 1997), it is clear that Sport for All has been a persistent policy concern of successive governments, but this has had to be balanced against demands for the development of elite sport, particularly in regard to allocation of funds (Green, 2004, 2006). Furthermore, while support for mass participation has always been partly linked to social policy agenda items, such as health, education and youth behaviour, this instrumental approach has been particularly pronounced in the last decade (Coalter, 2007; Department of Culture, Media and Sport (DCMS)/Strategy Unit, 2002; Houlihan and White, 2002). 

The focus of this paper is on local government, given that it plays a significant role in the provision of services related to Sport for All, albeit partially supported by central government and its agencies operating at a regional level (Carter, 2005; King, 2009; Robinson, 2004). Services for sport, typically within dedicated departments such as leisure and recreation services, have become an embedded feature of local government provision over the last four decades. This is demonstrated in the expansion and maintenance of outdoor and indoor facilities providing for community access at subsidized rates, and support for a range of inexpensive or free programmes and events targeted at both mass participation and  specific under-represented socio-demographic groups. 

Efforts by local government sport services to raise and/or widen participation should be considered in the context, since the 1980s, of significant political, legislative, financial and administrative trends towards ‘modernisation’ of local government, giving rise to new forms of governance (Cochrane, 2004; Newman, 2001; Stoker, 2005; Rhodes, 2007; Wilson and Game, 2011). Pressures for change are not unique to the UK, as the numerous national accounts in Nicholson, Hoye and Houlihan (2011) and Bergsgard et al. (2007) indicate. The period has been characterised by pressures for increased efficiency, accountability and managerialism, including, for example, the advent of  Compulsory Competitive Tendering (CCT), discussed below. Compounding the pressures facing proponents of Sport for All in the UK is the post-2008 economic recession and the election of a national government in 2010 with an ideological preference for a smaller or ‘leaner and fitter’ state (Conservative Party, 2010) and the imposition of significant reductions in local government funding  (Berman and Keep, 2011; DCLG, 2010; HM Treasury, 2010a, 2010b). 

Context
Between the 1970s and the 1990s two models of sport and recreation service delivery emerged in local government in England: the welfare model and the business model.

The welfare model emerged in the 1970s as a component of the welfare state, following the recognition of sport as a policy issue at national level and as a public responsibility at the local government level. In this model, councils were seen to have a social responsibility, regardless of the prevailing political ideology and the economic environment, to provide for the basic ‘leisure needs’ of the community (Coalter, 1985; Haywood, 1992; Ravenscroft, 1992, 1993, 2001). From this perspective, the opportunity to participate in leisure activity (inclusive of sport and physical recreation for example) was seen as a ‘right’ and  local authorities, as the ‘accountable body’, were seen as having a duty to provide appropriate services, based on a public sector ethos. In the  model, local authorities were typically direct providers of services (Burton and Glover, 1999) having ownership of and managing sport and recreation facilities. 

The business model emerged in the 1980s and '90s, notably as a result of the imposition of  Compulsory Competitive Tendering (CCT) on councils by national governments. CCT was promoted in the name of competition policy and in the belief that costs could be saved, particularly in the context of economic downturns. It required councils to subject services to competitive tendering, which resulted in some services being 'outsourced' to private sector companies, although in many cases councils' own in-house team won the contract, but then operated under a new contractual relationship with the council (Bailey and Reid, 1994; Coalter, 1995; Henry, 2001; LRU, 1994; Nichols, 1995; Nichols and Taylor, 1995). Subsequently, many directors of sport services adopted some of the practices of the private sector, delivering services with features of the business model, involving an emphasis on marketing, 'user pays' and deficit minimisation. However, Sport for All policy can sit uneasily with the principles and practices of the market economy, particularly the aim of widening participation to include deprived groups. Indeed, as Collins (1997: 209) observed, under CCT, many authorities failed to specify in their tender documents 'the requirements of services that could be said to serve the needs of disadvantaged minorities’. The neglect of this dimension of Sport for All is highlighted in research by Lentell (1993) and also by McDonald (1995), who found, in a study of London councils following the introduction of CCT, that less than half had a ‘community focus’, while the majority of the others operating essentially as ‘income generators’ or ‘sport developers’, the latter focusing on sport-specific development across a narrow range of competition-based activities rather on the inclusive idea of Sport for All. 

While the election of a 'New Labour' government in 1997 relaxed the CCT requirements, new pressures to orientate council policies in all departments towards the achievement of the government's broader social and economic policies were introduced. In 2010 New Labour was replaced by a  more right-wing Coalition government made up of the Conservative and Liberal-Democrat parties. The Conservatives' answer to the New Labour philosophy, was the "Big Society", with an emphasis on devolving state powers and functions to the "third" or community/non-profit sector (Blond, 2009, 2010; Conservative Party, 2010). Both for ideological reasons, and in response to the continuing financial problems caused by the 2008 global financial crisis, the new government has pursued a policy of reductions in public sector expenditure. In this context, the Association of Public Service Excellence decided to examine alternative models of local council governance in general and, in relation to sport and recreation services, to commission the current study.

 Research strategy
The initial stage of the research was a review of relevant literature and a qualitative analysis of existing sources, including: a selection of published council strategies for sport (61 per cent of councils had a published sport-related strategy in 2011); reports by professional bodies; Audit Commission reports; and Chartered Institute of Public Finance and Accountancy (CIPFA) data on council budgets and spending patterns. From this review, a number of themes emerged, which informed the subsequent stages of the research. These were: 1. policy priorities and the wider political and administrative status of sport services; 2. the financial context and the impact of funding reductions in local government; 3. organisational models and changes in modes of service delivery; 4. the historical and existing infrastructure for sport; 5. relationships between sport services and other internal and external bodies, including national government. 

An on-line survey of heads of local council sport services was conducted using the APSE membership database that included 260 councils at the time. The aim of the survey was to generate further ‘lines of enquiry’ to pursue via interviews with council officers with strategic oversight of sport services. The questionnaire consisted of 60 questions relating to the five core themes identified from initial stage of the research and included questions related to:

	the extent to which specific actions had been taken to increase sport/physical activity  among the local population and to widen participation, particularly in regard to the ‘hard to reach’ populations;
	the extent to which specific cost/revenue actions had been taken, including: closing community facilities or reducing the hours of operation; increasing charges for services; scaling down existing commitments such as the maintenance of play spaces; or reducing or curtailing funding commitments for programmes and organisations seeking to raise or widen participation;
	level of dependency on funding from central government departments (e.g. Area-Based Grants) and its agencies (e.g. National Lottery funding distributed by Sport England) and the scope for allocating resources to Sport for All. 

The survey generated  95 responses from councils in England, representing 37 per cent of the  councils contacted. Respondents represented a range of council types (administrative status, size, resources) and localities across all the regions of England. Local political control was also mapped but was not found to be a significant variable affecting the key findings relating to Sport for All. 

The survey results, when combined with the outcomes of the literature review and document analysis, served to aid the formulation of questions to underpin a series of semi-structured face-to-face and telephone interviews with a purposive sample of survey senior council  officers, including representation from different types of councils with differing resources and political profiles and with a geographical spread across the whole country so that generalisations could be made from the sample. Semi-structured interviews were conducted in 2011-12 with officers of  55 councils, at which point data saturation was reached. All respondents were members of APSE and other professional bodies too in some cases, and therefore had an informed oversight of sport services, and many had been employed with council sport services for a decade or more. Interview questions relate to the five core themes of the survey, as indicated in Table 1 and further questions emerged during the interview  process. 

Table 1: Themes of the research
Theme	Examples of survey and interview ‘lines of enquiry’
Political and administrative status	Authority type and changes in status (unitary, two-tier: district, county, metropolitan)Authority size, resources Political control and changes over timeLocation of sport in service portfoliosRepresentation of sport services in political portfolios/structures Statutory/discretionary status, policy and strategic direction of the council and sport services, legacies of prior policies
Financial context	Budget trendsImpact of financial reductionsChanging spending prioritiesDependence on central government grantsUse of subsidyFinancial capacity and discretionFinancial constraints
Organisational model / modes of service delivery	Extent of direct provision and outsourcingUse of leisure trusts or private sector delivery agentsExtent of voluntary/community ownership and managementExtent of service mergersExtent of thematic working across service areasExamples of innovation
Local infrastructure for sport	Resources, extent and content of the sport service portfolioAssessment of local mixed economy of provisionLocal culture of voluntary provisionGrowth of private sector provisionSchool provision
Relationship between sport services and other agencies	Changing professional statusLocal networks and forumsRelationships with Sport England, National Governing Bodies, other local providersRelationships with agencies in other policy areas, e.g. health, education

Interviews were recorded and transcribed and content relating to Sport for All was extracted from the transcripts. The data were analysed using thematic coding (Flick, 1998) in order to make comparisons between responses. The results are presented two sections: a discussion of  organizational models of sport services arising from the first stage of the research, and a summary of the results of the on-line survey and interviews.

Organizational models of sport services




Two of the models, 'commissioning council' and the 'cooperative council', have emerged with the election of the Coalition government in 2010. Lowndes and Pratchett (2012) note this type of ambiguity is at the heart of current UK coalition government policy, reflecting the nature of the coalition itself (two party control) and tensions between sections of the dominant Conservative Party. The ‘commissioning’ approach is an extension of the outsourcing or where the local authority no longer has the monopoly on local service provision or, in some cases, where direct service provision is downgraded and replaced with a residual service (New Local Government Network, 2011). In this model, the council retains ownership of assets and political control of policy priorities and investment but transfers the management of services to private sector operators or management through (non-profit) trusts.  

The 'cooperative council' model centres on localism (Blunt and Harris, 2010; IPPR/ Pricewaterhouse Coopers, 2009a), voluntarism (Ockenden et al., 2012) and co-production (Boyle, 2009; NESTA, 2010; Young Foundation, 2010) and aligns with the Coalition government's Big Society agenda. The implication of the model is that sport services should move towards delivering bespoke services tailored to local conditions (Leadbetter et al., 2008) as opposed to a national standardization of services. The model requires a ‘new social contract’ between the local council, individuals and communities, and this has been facilitated by recent policies and legislation around the Community Right to Buy and the Community Right to Challenge (Department for Communities and Local Government, 2011a,  b). Further, the Social Value Act (UK Parliament, 2012) requires councils to demonstrate the social value and impact of services where direct provision remains. The cooperative model is emerging at a small number of local authorities (e.g. Co-operative Council Citizen’s Commission/Lambeth Borough Council, 2010). The success of the approach depends on the extent to which the third sector is capable of taking up the delivery of services, so that, in areas where the third sector is relatively weak, policy goals related to Sport for All face significant challenges.  

In the ‘catalyst council’ (Localis, 2012) the council acts as a catalyst for private sector management of services, where local government political control is minimal and private sector operators shape the strategic and operational management of services.
The idea of the 'ensuring council' is based on the work of Anthony Giddens (2009) on the concept of the ‘ensuring state’ and research by the Institute of Local Government Studies (2012). In this model the council takes on the responsibility for actively ensuring that a certain range of services is available, regardless of the agency or mechanism used to deliver them. The role and remit of services is then ‘built on ideas of democratic accountability, stewardship of place, a strong core of directly delivered services, promoting public value, social justice, civic entrepreneurship and innovation, financial capacity and empowering both local communities and the staff who service them’ (APSE, 2012b: 5). However, in this model service delivery is underpinned by guarantees relating to accountability, equity, service quality and sustainability that non-state providers may not be able or willing to deliver (APSE, 2012a). The model is therefore a defence of local authority owned and managed provision.  Clearly, this ‘model’ does not sit easily with  more laissez faire models discussed above (APSE, 2011a, 2011b).

 Findings of the interviews
This section outlines the key findings from the survey and semi-structured interview data. 

Funding and resources
A number of findings on funding and allocation of resources indicate a generally negative picture for Sport for All, representing  a retreat from the welfare model:

	Almost half (46 per cent) of councils reported decreasing budgets for sport services in the period 1997 to 2010, that is, under New Labour.
	There was increasing dependence on central government funding streams. This applied particularly to programmes related to Sport for All. In fact, only 20 per cent of authorities supported Sport for All-related programmes from their core budget, that is funds derived from local property rates. The two main external funding sources upon which councils were dependent for this purpose funding were Area Based Grants, provided by central government, but now curtailed under the Coalition government (‘very high or high’ dependency cited by 61 per cent), and National Lottery funding (34 per cent).
	Many councils (particularly district councils) had cut all sport development functions related to Sport for All (both in terms of creating ‘mass participation’ and ‘widening participation’). Some 25 per cent of councils had ceased to allocate dedicated time to outreach activity. The era of sport services where the portfolio of provision included a ‘community sport’ development unit appears to be in decline: 33 per cent did not have such a unit and only 50 per cent had any dedicated staffing in this area.
	A third of councils had not upgraded community facilities in the period 1997-2010, and it was believed that this that may have impacted on levels of usage. 
	Only 50 per cent of councils distributed grants or provided match funding to voluntary organisations where ‘widening participation’ was a policy objective.  

Future expectations, for the period up to 2015, were equally negative:
	89 per cent of survey respondents foresaw revenue budgets falling further; 
	86 per cent anticipated staff cuts; 
	84 per cent expected to raise charges for services; 
	67 per cent expected a reduction in the opening hours of facilities; 
	47 per cent anticipated facility closures;
	53 per cent expected to reduce financial commitments to parks and playing fields utilised for both organised and casual sport participation
	71 per cent foresaw a negative impact on related service areas in. 

It appears that Sport for All is disproportionately affected reducing public sector spending. This is not to suggest that all authorities have abandoned Sport for All, only that its survival in the sport services portfolio is precarious. While services aimed at ‘raising participation’ have suffered, then services related to ‘widening participation’ have diminished even further.  Area-based initiatives funded directly through central government and its agencies, such as Sport Action Zones tasked with enabling communities to deliver sport and to tackle social exclusion through sport-related interventions (Collins and Kay, 2003; Coalter, 2007; King, 2009: chapter 10), had now ceased. Further, school sport partnerships (e.g. Loughborough Partnership, 2008) involving community access to school sport facilities were being phased out. Moreover, it was expected that voluntary and community sport bodies with dependence on state support might not be able to continue to deliver Sport for All programmes. The research found little evidence that schools, private sector organisations or ‘third’ sector bodies would fill the gaps in provision created by a reduction in the scale and scope of publicly funded sport services.

Third sector and leisure trusts
The commissioning and/or cooperating council is often typified by the resort to non-profit leisure trusts to deliver some or all of the sport services previously under the direct control of council sport services department. Some 40 per cent of councils had entered into such arrangements. Research by the Audit Commission (2006) found that very few trusts had a remit for ‘sport development’ but instead focused solely on the management of facilities, leaving developmental services such as outreach work vulnerable to budget reductions. The research indicates a shift towards trust management and away from in-house management over the last seven years by comparison with Audit Commission data for 2005 (Audit Commission, 2006: 12). This is a continuation of a general trend since the introduction of CCT and the Local Government Act of 1999. However, only 32 per cent of survey respondents in the current research believed that trusts were focussed on defending Sport for All. It was claimed that in many cases, the move towards trusts had been motivated by the opportunity to reduce costs rather than a concern for sport-related objectives. However, the interviews revealed that, where there was a robust management contract with appropriate clauses and accountability, leisure trusts had retained a focus on Sport for All focus. Looking forward, 74 per cent of survey respondents anticipated a ‘very likely’ or ‘likely’ increase in outsourcing of services, typically involving an extended role for trusts.

In comparison with trusts, interviewees argued that there was only limited scope for extending private sector management of public sector services. Only three per cent of respondents identified the private sector as a core partner in formulating policy or strategy and only ten per cent in a service delivery capacity. Accurate data on the overall extent of private sector involvement i requires further research but the findings of this study do not indicate a significant expansion since 1997. However, following the election of a Coalition government in 2010, 39 per cent of survey respondents expected the private sector to increase its role in the sector over the next five years. Private sector externalisation was cited as priority option for 28 per cent of respondents in a survey of senior strategic leaders in leisure services by the Chief Leisure and Culture Officers Association (CLOA, 2011). In the current research, 20 per cent of respondents cited the Private Finance Initiative (PFI)​[3]​ as a ‘significant funder’ and 23 per cent expected to extend the use of PFI over the next five years. According to one interviewee, in the case of one London authority, the stated plan was to outsource 65 per cent of direct provision by 2012 and eventually to outsource all direct provision. From the research data available to date, it appears that many other councils were actively re-evaluating services from a similar standpoint. These findings are similar to those found by the CLOA (2011) survey which found that over 50 per cent of respondents stated that they were currently undertaking or considering alternative delivery models. 

In the current study, 69 per cent of respondents also expect the voluntary and community sector to increase its role over the next five years, while the CLOA (2011) survey found that this was being considered by 39 per cent. In contrast, recent surveys of local government members of APSE highlighted concerns about the financial capacity and long-term sustainability of voluntary and community sector management of services and a preference for retaining ‘core capacity’ within the public sector (APSE, 2011a; 2011b). In the current  study, in some counties and regions, interviewees stated that the voluntary and community sector was ‘becoming involved in a structured way’ and one senior officer noted that ‘our authority already has a Big Society focus’ with two leisure centres ‘run by a community trust with no subsidy’ and operated by volunteers. Research by the Department of Culture, Media and Sport (2011) found that a third of the adult population in England were contributing to culture/sport sectors through volunteering and/or charitable giving, and that the largest group of sports volunteers were in higher income categories, defined as ‘wealthy achievers’. It may be the case that the people building the Big Society are those who have the capacity to participate. This is likely to present challenges for sport services operating in less affluent areas. 

Service models
A significant finding of the research is that 62 per cent of respondents observed a shift in the role and remit of sport services from ‘provider’ to ‘facilitator’ since 1997. Within the next five years, 61 per cent perceive the core remit of sport services being one of ‘facilitator’ by comparison with 12 per cent as a direct ‘provider’. A further 27 per cent identified their core remit as: ‘to ensure services for specific groups/resident communities’ (emphasis added) implying a level of provision will be retained but not necessarily in-house service delivery – the principle of the 'ensuring council' model. However, in the longer-term, communities could face a future without direct provision sport services by councils, as recent research by the Local Government Association (LGA, 2010) implies. The LGA forecasts the growing expenditure needed to service adult social care by the year 2020 and subsequently charts the decline of spending in discretionary service areas such as sport.

It became clear from the survey that sport services operate within different policy frameworks, service-orientations and modes of delivery. In the 1990s, Bailey and Reid (1994) observed that sport policy (including Sport for All policy) was juxtaposed between competing ideologies of the market (the ‘commissioning’ and ‘catalyst’ models in Figure 1) and welfarism. Since 2010, with the election of the new government and its commitment to the Big Society (smaller state) agenda, the policy context for Sport for All has acquired a new dynamic around.  with some local councils responding by adopting the ‘cooperative’ council approach, involving a facilitating or capacity-building role for sport services and less of a focus on direct provision. However, the contours of this agenda (King, 2014b) suggest that different types of services will emerge in different localities. However, while the Localism Act (UK Parliament, 2011) and the Open Public Services White Paper (HM Government, 2011) presented ‘new localism’ as ‘enabling’ citizen engagement and community empowerment, in practice the emphasis is often on market solutions (Sullivan, 2011). As a number of interviewees observed, commissioning can be less about innovation and service improvement through collaboration and more about procuring services from private providers at reduced costs. Furthermore it is claimed that one of the consequences is a ‘hollowing out’ of local councils, that is, a process by which councils lose skilled and experienced staff and therefore the capacity to carry out traditional roles.

It is argued that neither the commissioning nor the cooperative model adequately address the issue of social justice (Jordan, 1988; APSE, 2012b), with which policies to raise and widen sport participation can be can be associated. Arguably, the ensuring council model is more likely to underwrite the social justice principles of Sport for All policy that the other  models discussed. Sullivan (2011) foregrounds  a ‘logic of care’ as underpinning local authority service-orientation, remit, roles and relationships with local communities. However, even for the ensuring council model, there may be a significant ‘democratic deficit’ (Sweeting and Copus, 2012) in regard to services where a council recognises the role of other providing organisations but does not have direct responsibility for service delivery. An alignment between components of the ensuring and cooperative models may therefore help to retain the significance of the leisure professional role, local political control and accountability and  ownership of resources, thereby addressing the ‘democratic deficit’ (CIPFA/Solace (2009). 

Conclusions
If the welfare state is in terminal decline in Britain (Razin and Sadka, 2005) it is unlikely that local councils will continue to own, manage and deliver sport services to the same extent as they have in the past. Indeed, in view of the ‘hollowing out’ process mentioned above, the ability of councils to deliver certain services may be significantly reduced (Skelcher, 2000). More specifically, it can be argued that the current economic and political environment is hostile to public policy intervention to raise and widen participation in sport. While local sport provision, as a discretionary – that is, not statutorily mandated – service has always been ‘under threat’ (Taylor and Page, 1994), it could be facing its most serious threat to date. Furthermore, given that sport participation overall has not risen significantly (Sport England, nd) and specific ‘hard-to-reach’ groups remain relatively inactive, the possibilities for local council sport services to ‘make a difference’ may be more limited than was previously assumed, due to failures in policy design or implantation or the innate limitations of the welfare state in this sector (Coalter, 1998). The role of the leisure professional is also called in question (Houlihan, 2001). Nonetheless, it can be also be argued that services owned or delivered by non-council providers are not necessarily any more likely to guarantee a policy more effective focus on Sport for All. 

The role and remit of local authorities can determine the extent to which councils protect, invest, develop or curtail services to support Sport for All. An ensuring council organisational model has the capability of supporting Sport for All as a policy goal combined with flexibility in pursuing delivery options. For example, the current research found an emerging partnership and synergy with health-related policy goals given a new statutory role of the health services in local government (Department of Health, 2012). In summary, the practices of local councils in England may require significant adaptation and innovation within emerging organisational service models to ensure survival of viable Sport for All policies. What is clear, on the basis of this study, is that the future for Sport for All is unlikely to include the level of direct local authority provision that has existed historically.
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^1	  The APSE report covered 'sport and recreation' which, in terms of facilities and services, covers formal indoor and outdoor sport facilities and programmes, including the management of parks and foreshores, but not cultural or social community facilities. Sport for All, as used here, is not confined to formal/organised sport but includes informal physically active recreation such as walking and jogging in leisure time. 
^2	   While the APSE study was undertaken for England only, much of national-level sport-related policy has been developed for the United Kingdom as a whole. It is only in recent years that sport policy has been devolved to Scottish and Welsh assemblies.
^3	    The Private Finance Initiative is an instrument for establishing public-private partnerships via funding public infrastructure projects with private capital.
